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The government of Bolivian President Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada is in trouble. He has the lowest
approval ratings, 19%, of any South American leader, and has received warnings from the US
Embassy that enemies are plotting against him. After the violent events of Feb. 12-13 (see NotiSur,
2003-02- 21), the president sought help from the US, and received US$10 million in emergency
aid. But analysts warn that the more he looks for US support, the more he distances himself from
the Bolivian people. The government blamed the February violence on political enemies. "The
government is in the cross-fire, from extremists on the right and extremists on the left," said Deputy
Luis Eduardo Siles of the governing Movimiento Nacionalista Revolucionario (MNR). On March
29, Sanchez de Lozada "verified" a warning from the US Embassy that members of the opposition
Movimiento al Socialismo (MAS) were planning a coup in April. However, MAS leader Deputy Evo
Morales was accused of being both a plotter of the coup and an intended victim. Sanchez de Lozada
told the La Paz daily La Prensa that "this plan of the MAS, headed by Evo Morales and Antonio
Peredo, has been foiled." The president also included in his accusations of a coup plot opposition
leader and former presidential candidate Manfred Reyes Villa of the right-wing Nueva Fuerza
Republicana (NFR). The US Embassy had sent a warning a week earlier to Vice President Carlos
Mesa about the alleged coup plot by the MAS. The warning said Morales and Peredo were "the
principal architects responsible for the plan," and that in January they had obtained backing from
"key military personnel." Mesa said that US Ambassador David Greenlee (see NotiSur, 2003-02-07)
had requested a meeting on March 14 during which he gave the vice president the report regarding
"reliable information" about a planned coup and supposed threats against Morales and Sen.
Filemon Escobar. The report said those planning the coup wanted Morales and Escobar assassinated
during the coup because of their ties to the coca growers in the Chapare, which hampered the
party's ability to obtain international funding. After the text was made public, Morales questioned
the contents of the report, which was addressed to the vice president, but was unsigned, undated,
and not on official stationery, and he asked, "Who is going to believe that the ambassador is going to
protect the life of Evo Morales?" Morales said it was unfortunate that the government was basing its
accusations on a report from foreigners that contained no proof nor indicated who was supposedly
planning to assassinate him. Both Morales and Escobar said that the US Embassy only wanted to
divide the MAS and the worker and campesino movement, which has continued protesting against
the economic policies of Sanchez de Lozada. MAS leaders pointed out that, during the presidentialelection campaign, then US ambassador Manuel Rocha warned of US displeasure and possible
repercussions should Morales win a warning some credit with giving Morales his second-place
finish. On March 30, Morales demanded that the embassy provide more details of the alleged plan.
He also criticized Vice President Mesa for not making the information public when Greenlee gave it
to him on March 14. Morales said he would ask that Foreign Minister Carlos Saavedra explain to the
Congress the circumstances surrounding the information from the ambassador to the vice president.
"It is necessary for the ambassador to tell us how many military commanders we have met with and
which members of MAS- -senators or deputies are going to kill Evo," said Morales. President has
more friends in Washington than in Bolivia For more than a decade, the Bolivian government has
been a strong believer in Washington's free-market gospel. It has also been a staunch ally in the
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US drug war. Former President Hugo Banzar Suarez (1972-1978, 1997-2001) initiated the five- year
Plan Dignidad, an effort to take Bolivia off the illegal drug circuit, and backed forced eradication
of coca crops (see NotiSur, 1998-08-01). But Bolivia's adherence to International Monetary Fund
(IMF) mandates and the forced coca eradication have increased social problems throughout the
country. Only hours after the February violence when police and soldiers turned their guns on
each other and marchers called for the president to step down, Foreign Minister Saavedra went to
Washington with a strong message. He told administration officials that if Washington did not want
to see democracy die in Bolivia, it needed to provide additional financial support. He called on the
US and European "friendly nations" to come to the rescue with US$50 million in emergency aid.
The US promised US$10 million. "Right now a massive international assistance package is the only
possible substitute for a lack of mandate," said Adam Isacson, a senior associate at the Center for
International Policy (CIP). "But at the end of the day, being loved by your people is much better
than being loved by the IMF." On Feb. 22, the IMF announced in Washington that it had reached
an agreement with Bolivia. The agreement incorporates fiscal measures with a gradual reduction of
the public deficit and a greater emphasis on social support, aimed at calming the serious protests
directed at Sanchez de Lozada. Some analysts see little indication that the president has placated the
public. Teachers have walked out demanding a salary increase; doctors are demanding the same.
The cocaleros have also begun new protests, and a group of retired people have gone on a hunger
strike. Cabinet changes made by Sanchez de Lozada after the February incidents have not appeased
the opposition, the unions, or private business, which consider them insufficient for solving the
social problems of the country. And many experts agree that the continued social instability could
bring new outbreaks of violence. US warns of consequences if drug policies are changed One
of the most volatile, and best organized, groups in Bolivia are the coca growers. On Feb. 21, the
government said it would consider a plan to resume some legal coca cultivation in the Chapare
to help calm unrest among growers. "We've begun serious dialogues with coca growers with the
aim of combating drug trafficking and maintaining social tranquility," said Ernesto Justiniano, the
vice minister of social defense. Justiniano said the program would hurt drug traffickers by giving
the government more control over what is now a clandestine industry. The government plans to
conduct a six-month study to determine the size of the legal coca market, which produces tea and
other products and supplies indigenous people who chew the leaves, which act as a stimulant and
can stave off hunger. But the US government fears any such concession would undermine the antidrug program. It says that enlarging the area of legal cultivation would return Bolivia to the ranks
of major cocaine producers. "Our policy is very clear and it remains clear," said an official at the US
Embassy who spoke on condition of anonymity. "Any proposal that would legitimize or legalize any
coca in the Chapare would be a violation of Bolivian law and a violation of international treaties to
which Bolivia is a signatory." "One of the things that destabilized Bolivia in the past was a rampant,
unfettered drug trade," the US official said. "It would be a shame to turn around and go backwards."
US officials warned that the proposal could bring a cutoff of the US$150 million in annual aid from
the US and in loans from international agencies such as the IMF. It could also be used to exclude
Bolivia from the proposed Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA). US officials are also concerned
that allowing more cultivation would encourage Evo Morales, whom they strongly oppose. The State
Department's Narcotics Control Strategy Report released on March 1 indicated that coca cultivation
had increased 23% in Bolivia, despite the eradication of 12,000 ha in 2002. As in Colombia, in Bolivia
replanting is a constant problem, said the State Department, and by not maintaining a "sustained"
plan of eradication, the area planted in coca increases. But Sanchez de Lozada is struggling with
an economic crisis and civic unrest, and a move to aid coca growers could aid him on the domestic
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front. "Bolivia has suddenly been confronted by a unified burst of anger from movements on all
sides," said Jim Shultz, executive director of the Democracy Center in Cochabamba. "The president
is weak and ready to give away the store." President wants consensus On March 18, the president
called for dialogue to look for consensus regarding conflictive issues such as the sale of gas outside
the country, the cultivation of coca leaf, and the ways to promote economic growth. One reason
the export of gas is so controversial is that the two contenders to provide a port from which the
gas can be exported are Chile and Peru. Bolivia lost its access to the Pacific Ocean to Chile during
the Guerra del Pacifico (1879- 1883). Resentments still run high in Bolivia because of the loss of
the access to the sea, and many Bolivians oppose a Chilean port for that reason. The multibilliondollar plan is indefinitely on hold because of the threats of civil upheaval should Sanchez de Lozada
export gas through Chile. [Sources: The Washington Post, 02/20/03; The New York Times, 02/28/03,
03/10/03; Notimex, 03/18/03, 03/20/03; Spanish news service EFE, 02/22/03, 03/29/03; Associated
Press, 02/22/03, 03/30/03; El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 03/17/03, 03/30/03, 03/31/03; La Razon (Bolivia),
03/31/03]
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